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Abstract
Are visual aids effective in improving children’s response accuracy to direct questions? One
hundred and five children ages 4- to 7-years-old (55.24% female) were randomly assigned to one
of two experimental conditions: visual aids present or visual aids absent. The visual aids present
condition included a “yes” visual aid, a “no” visual aid, and an “I don’t know” visual aid. The
visual aid absent condition did not contain any visual aids. The children were individually
interviewed and asked a series of 9 questions. Of the 9 questions, 3 were answerable and 6 were
unanswerable in nature. It was hypothesized that the presence of visual aids would improve the
children’s accuracy in response to direct questions. The hypothesis was not supported, as there
was no significant difference in accuracy between the visual aids present and visual aids absent
condition. However, the results showed that young children can be as accurate as older children
in response to answerable questions, while the older children were more accurate than younger
children in response to unanswerable questions.
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Pairing Visuals with Direct Questions: Can Children’s Response Accuracy Be Improved?
The information that child witnesses provide in forensic interviews may be important,
especially in cases where the child is the sole witness to the alleged crime or there is little
physical evidence. Because of the critical reliance on children’s testimony, research has been
conducted in order to elicit accurate accounts from children (Peterson & Bell, 1996; Poole &
White, 1991). Much of this research was in response to high profile cases that have employed
inappropriate interviewing techniques. Such inappropriate and suggestive interviewing
techniques have rendered children’s testimony unreliable in high stakes investigations and can
have serious consequences for the involved parties (Ceci & Bruck, 1995). Asking young children
direct or specific questions appears to be a problematic interviewing technique that often
produces inaccurate responses, while young children seem to provide very accurate accounts in
response to open-ended questions (Cassel, Roebers, & Bjorklund, 1996). In order to improve
response accuracy from children, specific interviewing protocol and guidelines have been
developed including The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD)
(Lamb, Orbach, Hershkowitz, Esplin, & Horowitz, 2007).
The NICHD interviewing protocol recommends the use of open-ended questions when
interviewing children in forensic investigations (Lamb et al., 2007). The use of direct questioning
is discouraged, and the NICHD protocol recommends employing specific questions only when
essential information is required. Despite the NICHD protocol’s acknowledgement that direct
questioning may be essential in some cases, research has mainly aimed to compare open-ended
and direct questioning. Little research has been conducted toward improving children’s accuracy
in response to direct questioning techniques specifically. The purpose of the present study was to
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test whether children’s response accuracy to direct questions can be improved by employing
visual aids.
The goal when questioning children in forensic investigations is to elicit the most
accurate information possible, while limiting and preventing the disclosure of inaccurate
information. Children can provide reports as accurate as adults when asked open-ended
questions, while specific or direct questions tend to result in more inaccurate information from
children (Poole & White, 1991). For example, Peterson and Bell (1996) examined the impact of
stressful emotional events on children’s response accuracy and detail of response. The
researchers recruited 2- to 13-year-olds from a hospital emergency room. The children attended
the emergency room for traumatic injury as defined by emergency room staff. The parents and
children were first interviewed approximately 6 days following the emergency room treatment.
The children were interviewed using free recall questions such as, “Tell me about what
happened.” Following the free recall, children were asked specific questions such as, “Did it
bleed?” The parental interviews and medical records from the emergency room were used to
corroborate the children’s statements. After 6-months, the children were re-interviewed using the
same format and questions as the 6-day post-event interview. The researchers concluded that the
children’s level of stress had little impact on the children’s response accuracy and type of details
disclosed. However, the question format impacted children’s response accuracy: the children
reported information with 91% accuracy in response to open-ended questions but only with 45%
accuracy in response to direct or specific questioning.
Direct questioning is especially problematic for young children. Brady, Poole, Warren,
and Jones (1999) studied the appropriateness of specific yes-no questioning in forensic
interviews and age differences in response accuracy to these specific questions. The 3- to 7-year-
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olds viewed a videotaped event depicting a boy and girl arguing over a baby doll. After a 2minute delay, the interviewer asked the child 16 yes-no questions such as, “Was the baby’s name
Sally?” Following another 2-minute delay the child was asked the same 16 questions in a forcedchoice format (e.g., “Was the baby’s name Sally, yes or no?”). The results indicated that the
children’s responses to specific questions were highly inaccurate. Furthermore, the younger
children (3- to 4-year-olds) had lower response accuracy than the older children (5- to 7-yearolds). Such results indicate that specific questioning is especially problematic for young children.
One explanation of why children struggle to provide accurate responses to direct
questions is their perception of the adult interviewer (Ceci, Ross, & Toglia, 1987). Children view
adults as cooperative, truthful, credible, and competent source of information (Nelson &
Gruendel, 1979). Because of this perception, children may assume that questions posed by adults
must be answerable. As a result, young children often provide answers to unanswerable
questions (Waterman & Blades, 2011). For example, Poole and White (1991) examined the
impact of repeated questioning on the use of open-ended and direct questions. Four age groups
including 4-year-olds, 6-year-olds, 8-year-olds, and adults witnessed an altercation in which a
male confederate took a pen away from a female confederate. In one condition, participants
were interviewed one week following the event. Participants in the second condition were
interviewed immediately following the event and again one week following the event. In each
interviewing session, participants were asked seven open ended and specific questions, each
repeated three times. The questions also included the unanswerable question: “Do you know
what the man does for a living-what is his job?” The results showed that despite the repeated
questioning, responses to open-ended questions remained accurate and consistent amongst the
age groups. However, the 4-year-olds were substantially more inconsistent than older children
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and adults in response to specific questions. Furthermore, the 4-year-olds often provided answers
regarding the man’s occupation despite the unanswerable nature of the question.
The first study to specifically examine children’s responses to unanswerable questions
was conducted by Hughes and Grieve (1980). The researchers asked 5-and 7-year-olds four
unanswerable questions (e.g., “Is milk bigger than water?”). If the child did not provide a
response to the question or responded, “I don’t know,” the question was repeated. If a child
provided a response without justifying their answer, the researcher replied, “Why?” prompting
the child to elaborate on their answer. The results indicated that the 5-year-olds answered the
unanswerable questions 87% of the time without ever qualifying a response. Furthermore, the 7year-olds provided answers to the unanswerable questions 100% of the time but qualified
approximately 28% these responses, indicating greater uncertainty than the 5-year-olds in their
answering. Overall, the researchers noted that despite the unanswerable nature of the questions,
the children provided answers in most instances.
In order to improve children’s response accuracy in forensic interviews, the NICHD
protocol has suggested providing children with ground rules. Specifically, ground rules include
informing the child that it is appropriate to answer, “I don’t know,” when responding to
questions that are unanswerable or the answer is unknown (Lamb et al., 2007). However,
research testing the effectiveness of the ground rule has produced mixed results (Earhart,
LaRooy, Brubacher, & Lamb, 2014). For example, Cassel et al. (1996) examined children’s
responses to questioning after being provided with the guideline that it is acceptable to answer “I
don’t know.” Children in kindergarten, grade-2, and grade-4 viewed a video in which a boy
argued with a girl over a bicycle and subsequently took the bicycle away from the girl.
Approximately one week later, participants were interviewed and provided with the ground rule
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that the children can answer, “I don’t know,” if the question is unanswerable. The participants
were then asked free recall questions followed by increasingly misleading questions about the
video. Despite being informed about the “I don’t know” ground rule and the unanswerable nature
of questions, children provided specific answers 81% of the time. Furthermore, Earhart et al.
(2014) investigated patterns of “I don’t know” responding in investigative interviews. The
researchers examined 76 transcripts of investigative interviews with abused children. The results
indicated that the “I don’t know” ground rule did not alter children’s, “I don’t know,”
responding. Furthermore, children who received the ground rule were no more likely to answer,
“I don’t know.”
Perhaps a better alternative to the “I don’t know” ground rule is to employ techniques
from lineup studies that have improved children’s response accuracy. Direct questioning
techniques may benefit from applying lineup techniques, as both forensic processes are similar
(Davies, 1996). In children’s lineup literature, the pattern for children’s response accuracy
parallels research conducted on eyewitness accuracy for reporting events when later asked direct
questions. That is, when the target is included in a lineup, preschool children’s identification
accuracy is comparable to older children’s and even adult’s accuracy. The challenge for
responses however, occurs when the suspect or target is not included in the lineup. In a target
absent lineup, where the suspect is not present, younger children are far more likely to make a
false identification compared to older children and adults. For example, Beal, Schmitt, and Dekle
(1995) examined children’s identification accuracy in target-absent lineups. Five-year-old
children viewed a slide show depicting an outdoor picnic. During the picnic, a woman stole a
camera off of a table from another individual at the picnic. Following the slide show, the children
were shown a target-present or target-absent simultaneous lineup, in which all of the pictures
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were shown to the child at once. The results indicated that the children made more false
identifications when presented with the target-absent lineup compared to the target-present
lineup. Not only do target-absent lineups and direct questioning elicit poor response-accuracy,
but children also struggle to respond appropriately to both processes. Similar to direct
questioning, children may not understand that they cannot always provide an answer in targetabsent lineups. In both target-absent lineups and direct questioning, the child may be required to
answer, “I don’t know.” Additionally, similar social explanations may account for children’s
response accuracy to unanswerable direct questions and selection accuracy in target-absent
lineups (Davies, 1996).
Lineup researchers have developed modified lineup procedures that may reduce the rate
of children’s false identifications in target-absent lineups. One promising technique is the
wildcard lineup procedure. In the wildcard lineup, one of the pictures shown is the silhouette of a
face with a question mark superimposed. When asked to identify the suspect, children are
instructed to point at the wildcard if the suspect is not present in the lineup. Zajac and
Karageorge (2009) examined the effectiveness of the wildcard as a visual aid in lineups. The 8to 11-year-olds were briefly exposed to a confederate during a staged event. The first groups of
participants were exposed to either a target-present or target-absent photographic lineup task that
did not include the wildcard. The second groups of participants were exposed to either a targetpresent or target-absent photographic lineup with the wildcard. The children in the target-absent
lineup without a wildcard correctly rejected the lineup 46% of the time. In contrast, the children
in the target-absent lineup with a wildcard correctly rejected the lineup by selecting the wildcard
71% of the time. These results indicated that the inclusion of the wildcard improved the accuracy
of children in the target-absent lineups, as the children in the target-absent wildcard lineup
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rejected the lineup significantly more often than the children in the target-absent lineup with the
wildcard.
Children’s response accuracy has been improved in lineup studies through the use of such
visual aids as the wildcard. The visual aid in the wildcard lineup alleviates the social pressure
children feel to be compliant, by presenting “I don’t know” as a legitimate answer (Harvard &
Memon, 2013). Thus, due to the similarities that underlie answering direct questioning and
target-absent lineups, the visual aid question mark may also improve response accuracy to direct
questioning. Additionally, by providing children with a visual option for the answer, “I don’t
know,” in direct questioning may improve accuracy by allowing them to choose, “I don’t know,”
when the question is unanswerable.
Using experimental methods to determine whether visual aids improve the children’s
response accuracy to direct questions provides a unique research contribution. Such research
may indicate whether visuals should be further studied in the context of forensic interviewing. In
the present study, the accuracy of response to direct answerable and unanswerable questions with
or without visual aid selections was examined. Children aged 4- to 7-years old were asked 9
questions with or without 3 visual aid cards representing “yes,” “no,” and “I don’t know.” Of the
9 questions, 3 were answerable and 6 were unanswerable. It was hypothesized that the children
provided with visual aids would demonstrate higher response accuracy than the children who
were not provided with the visuals (Harvard & Memon, 2013; Zajac & Karageorge, 2009).
Method
Participants
Participants were 105 children (55.24% female) ranging from age 50- to 85-months-old
(M=67.45mos, SD=5.52mos) from 2 elementary schools located in Stratford, Ontario. The
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children’s demographic information was collected from their parents on the parental consent
form. The data including demographic information for the age groups are presented in Table 1.
For the study, the children were randomly assigned to either the visual aids absent condition
(M=67.42mos, SD=3.78mos, 58.32% female), or the visual aids present condition (M=68.63mos,
SD=3.46mos, 51.67% female). The younger children included those 50- to 67-months-old and
the older children included those 68- to 85-months-old. For data analysis, participants were
divided into four groups including: younger children with visual aids present (n=28,
Mage=58.23, SDage=3.57, 50.00% female), younger children with visual aids absent (n=25,
Mage=59.13, SDage=3.78, 50.00% female), older children with visual aids present (n=26,
Mage=75.50, SDage=4.13, 46.15% female), and older children with visual aids absent (n=26,
Mage=77.21, SDage=3.91, 53.85% female). Recruitment involved providing the participating
teachers with a letter of information to be sent home with the children in order to obtain parental
consent. The children were verbally thanked for their participation, and provided with a sticker
and a participation certificate.
Materials
Visual Aids. The visual aids consisted of three separate cards. The first card illustrated
the answer “no,” and consisted of a large red circle with a white x shape in the center. The
second card illustrated the answer “yes,” and consisted of a large green circle with a white check
mark in the center. The third card illustrated the answer “I don’t know,” and consisted of a large
black circle with a white question mark in the center. In the visual aids present condition, the
children were shown the three visual aids simultaneously while the questions were asked. In the
visual aids absent condition, the children were not provided with the visual aids. The visual aid
cards were each 150x150mm in dimension.
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Questions. Children were asked a series of nine yes/no answerable and yes/no
unanswerable questions. Two of the questions were developed by Hughes and Grieve (1980) and
seven of the questions were developed by Pratt (1990) to test children’s response accuracy.
Three of the questions were answerable in nature (e.g., “Is a bus longer than a car?”) and seven
of the questions were unanswerable in nature (e.g., “Is a box louder than a knee?”). One hundred
random sequences of the questions 1-9 were generated and each participant was asked a different
order of the 9 questions. For the answerable questions, a summary score of the each child’s
accuracy in response to answerable questions was created by calculating the percentage of
answerable questions correctly answered. Additionally, for the unanswerable questions, a
summary score of each child’s response accuracy to the unanswerable questions was created by
calculating the percentage of unanswerable questions answered correctly.
Procedure
Ethics approval from King’s University College was obtained. The researcher contacted
the director of the Huron-Perth Catholic District School Board for ethics approval. Once the
school board director approved ethics, the researcher contacted two schools in Stratford, Ontario.
A letter of information with consent form was sent home with the children in junior kindergarten,
senior kindergarten, and grade-1. Those that received parental consent participated in the study.
The children were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions: visual aids present
and visual aids absent.
In the classroom, children individually met with a researcher during class time. In both
conditions, children were asked to answer nine direct answerable and direct unanswerable
questions. The duration of the questioning was approximately 5 minutes per child. In the visual
aids absent condition, the researcher told the child:
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I am going to ask you some questions. For some of these questions, you may know the
answer and for some of these questions you may not know the answer. If you do not
know the answer it is acceptable to say, “I don’t know.” If you do know the answer, you
can answer the question, “yes,” or, “no,” depending on what you think the answer is.
In the visual aids present condition the researcher placed the three visual aid cards in front of the
child and told the child:
I am going to ask you some questions. For some of these questions, you may know the
answer and for some of these questions you may not know the answer. If you do not
know the answer you can point to the black card with the question mark to answer, “I
don’t know.” If you do know the answer you can point to the red card with the x to
answer, “no,” or the green card with the check mark to answer, “yes,” depending on what
you think the answer is.
Once the children in each condition were provided with this information, the researcher
conducted a practice trial with the students. For the practice trial, the researcher asked, “If I
asked you what I ate for breakfast today what would you say?” If the child correctly responded,
“I don’t know,” the researcher began asking the 9 study questions. If the child was unable to
correctly respond, “I don’t know,” the researcher corrected the child by saying, “Do you think
because you don’t know what I ate for breakfast, you would answer ‘I don’t know’?” The
researcher then asked the follow up question, “If I asked you what is my favourite colour, what
would you say?” Following the second practice question the researcher began asking the children
the 9 study questions regardless of their response on the second practice question. The children’s
responses to the practice questions were recorded. The responses to the 9 study questions were
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recorded on a question recording sheet. After the interview, the children were verbally debriefed,
thanked for their participation, provided with a sticker and a participation certificate.
Results
A mixed model ANOVA with two between subjects independent variables and one
within subjects independent variable was carried out. The two between subjects independent
variables were age (younger vs. older) and condition (visual aids absent vs. visual aids present).
The within subjects independent variable was question type (answerable vs. unanswerable). The
continuous dependent variable was the children’s response accuracy measured as the percentage
of correct responses. There was a significant main effect of age on accuracy F(1, 101) =6.79, p
=.011. There was also a significant main effect of question type F(1, 101) =400.96, p < .001. The
data are presented in Table 1. The hypothesis of the study predicted that children in the visual
aids present condition would have a significantly higher percentage of correct responses.
Importantly, the analysis revealed that there was no significant main effect of condition on
accuracy. The analysis also revealed a significant interaction of Age x Question Type F(1,
101)=11.58, p =.001. To interpret the interaction, an analysis of simple main effects was
conducted. The older children demonstrated a higher percentage of correct responses to the
unanswerable questions (M=0.32, SD=0.32), than the younger children (M=0.11, SD=0.20).
There was no significant difference in accuracy between older children (M=0.86, SD=0.26) and
younger children (M=0.86, SD=0.27) in response to answerable questions. The results indicate
that younger children may be as accurate as older children in response to answerable questions.
However, the older children are more accurate than the younger children in response to the
unanswerable questions, indicating that older children correctly provide an, “I don’t know,”
response more often than the younger children.
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Table 1
Mean Percentage of Correct Responses (with Standard Deviations)
Older
Question Type

Answerable

Unanswerable

Control

Younger

Visual Aids

Control

Visual Aids

.86

.86

.89

.83

(.27)

(.25)

(.25)

(.28)

.29

.35

.06

.15

(.31)

(.34)

(.14)

(.24)

Note. A correct response for the answerable questions was, “yes,” and a correct response for the
unanswerable questions was, “I don’t know.”
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Discussion
This study investigated whether visual aids can effectively improve children’s responses
to direct questions. The statistical analysis revealed that the children’s percentage of correct
responses to direct questions were not significantly improved when presented with visual aids.
Additionally, the results demonstrated a significant interaction of Question Type and Age of the
child. According to this interaction, older and younger children did not significantly differ in
response to the answerable questions, but older children were significantly more accurate than
younger children in response to the unanswerable questions.
It was hypothesized that the children presented with visual aids while answering the
direct questions would demonstrate a significantly greater percentage of correct responses than
the children that did not receive the visual aids. However, the finding that the visual aids did not
significantly improve response accuracy does not support the hypothesis. This result is
inconsistent with previous research by Zajac and Karageorge (2009) where the visual aid
question mark improved children’s response accuracy in target-absent lineups. In the present
study, the presence of a visual aid question mark did not improve children’s responses. It is
possible that these results are inconsistent because the lineup study tested children 8- to 11-yearsold, while the present study tested children 4- to 7-years old. Given the difference in age, the
children presently tested were at a lower cognitive and developmental stage. However, a more
recent study by Zajac and Karageorge (2011) demonstrated that children as young as 5-years-old
benefit from the use of the wildcard. Children aged 5- to 7-years-old and 8- to 11-years-old took
part in a memory event at a fire station. The children witnessed a painter sliding down the fire
pole and being reprimanded by firefighters for inappropriate use of the pole. The children were
individually interviewed two days or two weeks following the fire station visit and asked to
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identify the painter in a photographic lineup. The children either received a target present or
target absent lineup without a wildcard or a target-present or target-absent lineup with a
wildcard. The results indicated that while the 5- to-7-year olds were less accurate than the 8- to
11-year-olds, the presence of the wildcard improved children’s accuracy in correct rejections by
selecting the wildcard. This result illustrates the idea that visual aids can be effective for children
as young as 5-years-old. Perhaps one of the major differences between the visual aids employed
in the present study and the wildcard in lineup studies was the use of abstract or unanswerable
questions in the present study.
Children in the lineup studies were asked questions relating to their own experiences of a
witnessed event. In contrast, the present study asked children unanswerable questions that were
abstract. It is possible that while children may benefit from the visual aid when questioned about
lived experience, the visual aid may not provide the same benefits when it is used to respond to
abstract unanswerable questions. The findings of the present study are consistent with the notion
that young children tend to provide answers to unanswerable questions (Hughes & Grieve, 1980;
Pratt 1990). In order to improve the ecological validity of the present study, it may be beneficial
for future research to use these visual aids to interview children using direct questions that
pertain to a witnessed event.
Furthermore, the significant interaction of Age and Question Type in the present study is
consistent with the previous research that children struggle to accurately respond to direct
questions (Cassel et al., 1996; Peterson & Bell, 1996; Poole & White, 1991). Additionally, the
results are consistent with the well-established finding that younger children are more inaccurate
than older children in response to direct questions (Brady et al., 1999). However, it is interesting
to note that the young children in the present study were as accurate as the older children in
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response to the answerable questions. This finding illustrates the idea that young children can be
very accurate, and as accurate as older children, in response to direct questions when the child
knows the answer. Additionally, in order to respond to the answerable questions, the children do
not need to rely on applying interviewing ground rules. The children must only need to apply the,
“I don’t know,” ground rule when the question is unanswerable. The finding that younger
children were less accurate in response to the unanswerable questions, which require use of the
ground rule, demonstrates that there may be important underlying cognitive and developmental
factors preventing the children from applying the ground rule. This possibility is further
supported through the exploratory analysis of the practice questions employed in the present
study.
During an exploratory analysis of the responses to the 2 practice questions, it was
determined that of the 67 students at the second school tested, 59% of the students failed to
respond, “I don’t know,” to the first practice question. This was despite the students receiving
instructions that it is acceptable to answer, “I don’t know,” immediately before the first practice
question. Furthermore, of the 59% that failed the first practice question, an additional 33% failed
to respond, “I don’t know,” on the second practice question, despite being told the appropriate
response to the first practice question was, “I don’t know.” The children’s high percentage of
failure, despite the researcher clearly stating that “I don’t know” was an acceptable response,
indicates the possibility that the lack of “I don’t know” responses may be due to children’s
cognitive development rather than social factors related to compliance and pressure.
In the future, it may be beneficial to focus on improving techniques for practice questions. In the
present study, the practice questions were not immediately focused on. The children were asked
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practice questions created by the researcher rather than practice questions developed by
interviewing protocols such as the NICHD.
Although the NICHD protocol recommends the use of the ground rules such as
appropriately responding, “I don’t know,” another leading protocol, The Step-Wise Interview,
does not suggest providing children with ground rules at the outset of an interview (Cooper,
Herve, & Yuille, 2009). According to The Step-Wise Interview, preschool aged children do not
have the required attention span and cognitive capacity to understand rules applied at the onset of
an interview. Therefore, the younger children may be very accurate in response to the answerable
questions because understanding the “I don’t know” ground rule is not necessary for these
responses. However, the younger children may be more inaccurate than the older children in
response to the unanswerable questions, because they do not have the same attention span and
cognitive capacity required to apply the ground rule throughout the interview.
The present study provided a unique research contribution, as no previous experiments
have employed visual aids to improve children’s response accuracy to direct questions. Due to
this novelty, the study was limited by a lack of age-appropriate visual aid research. The present
study applied the visual aid question mark that was successfully used by Zajac and Karageorge
(2009). However, studies using the wildcard lineup have not tested children 4-years-old and
younger. As a result, it is unknown whether the visual aid question mark used was appropriate
for the 4-year-old students tested in the present study. Furthermore, the findings may be limited
due to the absence of an experienced event for the children. In most forensic investigations,
children are interviewed based on a witnessed event, and therefore the forensic interview process
also requires the children to employ memory processes. In the present study, the children were
not required to also incorporate memory of an experienced event into their responses. As a result,
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the present experiment may lack ecological validity. In the future, incorporating an experienced
event and asking direct questions based on the event may improve the generalizability of the
results.
In order for visual aids to effectively improve children’s response accuracy, children
must first understand and have the ability to apply the “I don’t know” ground rule. Current
interviewing protocol has not developed age specific ground rules geared toward the
developmental stage of the child. For example, the NICHD interviewing protocol has been used
on children 3-to 13-years-old (Cyr & Lamb, 2009). Future research should aim to determine
appropriate ground rules specific to the age of the child and their cognitive abilities.
Furthermore, in order for visual aids to improve children’s response accuracy in the future,
additional research must be conducted to determine developmentally appropriate visuals. Zajac
and Karageorge (2009) demonstrated that the question mark may be an appropriate visual aid for
children 5-years-old and older, however future research should focus on developing appropriate
visual aids for children 4-years-old and younger.
The findings of the present study highlight the importance for parents, educators, and law
enforcement to understand how to properly question children. The low level of accuracy in
response to direct questions by both older and younger children indicates that it is important for
adults to avoid asking children direct questions. Furthermore, any responses elicited through
direct questioning should be accepted cautiously, as the present study has demonstrated that a
large proportion of children will provide answers to unanswerable questions. Most notably,
children 4- to 5-years-old demonstrate the greatest inaccurate response rate to unanswerable
questions. Additionally, this study has demonstrated the difficulty young children have with
answering, “I don’t know,” even in the presence of visual aids. Parents, educators, and law
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enforcement should remain skeptical that young children will indicate that they cannot answer a
question when the question is posed in a direct format. As a result, readily accepting young
children’s responses to direct questions may have serious consequences, especially in the context
of forensic investigations.

PAIRING VISUALS WITH DIRECT QUESTIONS

21

References
Beal, C. R., Schmitt, K. L., & Dekle, D. J. (1995). Eyewitness identification of children: Effects
of absolute judgments, nonverbal response options, and event encoding. Law and
Human Behavior, 19(2), 197-216. doi: 10.1007/BF01499325
Brady, M. S., Poole, D. A., Warren, A. R., & Jones, H. R. (1999). Young children's
responses to yes–no questions: Patterns and problems. Applied Developmental
Science, 3(1), 47-57. doi: 10.1207/s1532480xads0301_6
Cassel, W. S., Roebers, C. E. M., & Bjorklund, D. F. (1996). Developmental patterns of
eyewitness responses to repeated and increasingly suggestive questions. Journal
of Experimental Child Psychology, 61(2), 116-133. doi: 10.1006/jecp.1996.0008
Ceci, S. J., & Bruck, M. (1995). Jeopardy in the courtroom: A scientific analysis of
children's testimony. American Psychological Association, Washington, DC.
doi: 10.1037/10180-000
Ceci, S. J., Ross, D. F., & Toglia, M. P. (1987). Suggestibility of children's memory:
Psycholegal implications. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 116(1),
38-49. doi: 10.1037/0096-3445.116.1.38
Cooper, B. S., Hervé, H., & Yuille, J. C. (2009). Evaluating truthfulness: Detecting truths and
lies in forensic contexts. In R. Bull, T. Valentine & T. Williamson (Eds.), Handbook of
psychology of investigative interviewing: Current developments and future directions
(pp. 301-328, Chapter xix, 339 Pages) Wiley-Blackwell.
Cyr, M., & Lamb, M. E. (2009). Assessing the effectiveness of the NICHD investigative
interview protocol when interviewing french-speaking alleged victims of child sexual

PAIRING VISUALS WITH DIRECT QUESTIONS

22

abuse in quebec. Child Abuse & Neglect, 33(5), 257-268.
doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2008.04.002
Davies, G. M. (1996). Children's identification evidence. In S. L. Sporer, R. S. Malpass, & G.
Koehnken (Eds.), Psychological issues in eyewitness identification (pp. 233-258).
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Earhart, B., La Rooy, D. J., Brubacher, S. P., & Lamb, M. E. (2014) An examination of “don't
know” responses in forensic interviews with children. Behavioral Sciences and Law,
32(6), 746–761. doi: 10.1002/bsl.2141.
Havard, C., & Memon, A. (2013). The mystery man can help reduce false identification for
child witnesses: Evidence from video line-ups. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 27(1), 50
59. doi: 10.1002/acp.2870
Hughes, M., & Grieve, R. (1980). On asking children bizarre questions. First Language, 1(2),
149-160. doi: 10.1177%2F014272378000100205
Lamb, M. E., Orbach, Y., Hershkowitz, I., Esplin, P. W., & Horowitz, D. (2007). A
structured forensic interview protocol improves the quality and informativeness of
investigative interviews with children: A review of research using the NICHD
investigative interview protocol. Child Abuse & Neglect, 31(11-12), 1201-1231.
doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2007.03.021
Nelson, K., & Gruendel, J. M. (1979). At morning it's lunchtime: A scriptal view of
children's dialogues. Discourse Processes, 2(2), 73-94. Retrieved from https://www-libuwoca.proxy1.lib.uwo.ca/cgibin/ezpauthn.cgi?url=http://search.proquest.com.proxy1.lib.
uwo.ca/docview/8544 4236?accountid=15115

PAIRING VISUALS WITH DIRECT QUESTIONS

23

Peterson, C., & Bell, M. (1996). Children's memory for traumatic injury. Child Development,
67(6), 3045-3070. doi: 10.2307/1131766
Poole, D. A., & White, L. T. (1991). Effects of question repetition on the eyewitness
testimony of children and adults. Developmental Psychology, 27(6), 975-986.
doi: 10.1037/0012-1649.27.6.975
Pratt, C. (1990). On asking children—and adults—bizarre questions. First Language, 10(29),
167-175. doi: 10.1177/014272379001002905
Waterman, A. H., & Blades, M. (2011). Helping children correctly say “I don't know” to
unanswerable questions. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, 17(4), 396-405.
doi: 10.1037/a0026150
Zajac, R., & Karageorge, A. (2009). The wildcard: A simple technique for improving
children's target-absent lineup performance. Applied Cognitive Psychology, 23(3),
358-368. doi: 10.1002/acp.1511
Zajac, R., & Karageorge, A. (2011). Exploring the effects of age and delay on children's person
identifications: Verbal descriptions, lineup performance, and the influence of wildcards.
British Journal of Psychology, 102(2), 161-163. doi: 10.1348/000712610X507902

